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Journey -of a Curious Kid Watcher
ARTICLE BY AARON

5CHIPPERT

I knew at that moment I needed to develop
my own philosophy of teaching based on
questioning my existing teaching style and
performance and using current research. The
journey started about four years ago.
When I began my journey as a whole
language teacher, I plunged completely into
the writing process, allowing my students
time to generate topics, freewrite, conference,
edit, and publish. In the meantime, I was
busy teaching mini-lessons on craft, genre
and skills. I also made myself a vecy visible
part of the process by modeling along the way,
taking part in conferencing, and becoming a
class resource. For the first time in my
teaching career, I felt that all of my students
were both on task and learning. It was a great
feeling for the students and me. I wasn't a
boss manager anymore, rather I was turning
into a lead manager and I realized that the
power was in the student choice. They chose
what to write, how to write it, and decided if
the piece was good enough to continue. The
freedom of the workshop gave students a
feeling of power. They loved to write and share
what they'd written. Taking risks started to
become the norm.
The amount of sharing, learning and
cooperation was more than I'd ever seen
before. The students knew that Language Arts
wasn't a chore anymore, but a labor oflove
since they had the power of choice. This was
good. Things felt right.
But by the end of the year something felt
wrong. I had this nagging feeling that there
was more, that somehow I needed to harness
the success of process writing and incorporate
it into other areas of my teaching.
That summer I would find what I had been

I loved listening to stories about me as a
young child. It seems that grandma, grandpa,
ma, and dad all had the same general
impression of me; I was curious, always
asking questions, sometimes asking a second
question before the first was answered. I
suppose I drove my family nuts, but they were
patient with me for the most part.
I'm still vecy curious, still asking questions.
Many questions, now, revolve around my
teaching profession. I wonder if I'm doing
things the right way in my classroom. I
wonder if there are strategies for accomplishing my goals. I wonder if I should try different
practices. Can I learn more about my job?
It was my curiosity that began my journey
as a whole language teacher. I still remember
asking myself, "What is Alan (a third grade
teacher at my school) doing in his room that
seems to be turning kids on to writing?"
Before too long, I observed Alan's class,
picked his brain, began taking courses and
reading research, and found that process
writing was at the heart of Alan's success.

Keis ton Wirick responding to a prompt for his
reading log in Reading Workshop.
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looking for. I was enrolled in a writing
workshop class taught by Dick Koch of Adrian
College. Dick had been working with our
district for roughly a year when I met him,
and I found him to be a highly articulate and
knowledgeable professor who truly believed
that workshops in language arts were more
valuable than a skill and drill format. I
agreed. One of the requirements of that
summer class was to observe whole language
classrooms at Garfield School in Adrian,
Michigan. I had the good fortune of observing
Jean Schwartz's fourth grade class. What was
remarkable was that she was involved with a
Reading Workshop class, something I never
even knew existed.
It was amazing. It had all the elements of a
great writing workshop class: self selection of
materials, mini-lessons on skills, sharing
time, and lots of student choice. This is what
I'd been searching for.
It wasn't long after my visit to Garfield when
I started my first reading workshop class. I
chose a personal favorite, Maniac Magee by
J eny Spinelli, as the book I'd model for the
class. Everyone had a copy of the book, so we
could either read silently or partner read,
which means that students would buddy up
with a partner and read sections of the book
together. After reading the section, I would
write an open ended response question on the
board. The students would respond in their
reading journals, or folders, and these
responses would be the impetus for great
group discussions which allowed us to further
explore the book. We were studying and
reflecting on the book, something that rarely
happened when I taught out of the basal,
seemingly because of the limited nature of the
short "fill in the blank" answers required by
the basal workbooks.
The series of about 50 open-ended
questions I'd built up from Jean Schwartz's
collection and from collections of my own were
the avenue for teaching skills in reading. We
studied together elements' of story like
problem, solution, events, turning point,
theme, main idea, and cause\effect. After I
had modeled these and other skills through a
series of open questions using Maniac Magee,
the children were free to choose their own
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL

Nora McCarty and Sherrie Caruso during a
conference with a.friend in writing workshop.

trade books and begin to internalize and
reflect for themselves. This was the reading
workshop class.
For assessment I had three basic
requirements: A minimum of five response
entries per book, a story map including title,
author, setting, problem, major events,
turning point, and solution, and finally, a
book project was required upon completion of
the story. This could be a diorama, mobile,
television commercial, placemat, picture,
puppet show, or even a self-made project that
depicted a scene or a general impression from
the book.
I soon found that reluctant readers,
students with learning disabilities, and
previously apathetic children were flourishing
as readers. And since book projects were
presented by students to the entire class, we
were getting a good number of books being
read by many different students. Books were
being shared throughout the room. We were
seemingly getting "hooked on reading," and as
with writing workshop, students were
simultaneously on task and learning. The
power again was in a student-directed,
student-selected workshop format that was
obviously satisfying the children's needs.
Not long after this great reading workshop
revelation, however, the nagging feeling
reemerged. Something was telling me that I
had to push on, try something else. But what?
I had been continuing my research on best
practices in language arts when I came across
a book called Coming To Know edited by
Nancy Atwell. This was the very source I
25
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on how relative it was to all the novels. For
example, " What does the author tell us about
the main character?" or " Who is telling the
story and how do you know?"
I would allow about five or ten minutes for
written response time, then a designated
group leader would initiate a dialogue by
encouraging group members to share their
written responses. Shared responses would
then lead to open and honest group
discussion. Disagreements and arguments
arose, but points were skillfully defended in a
respectful atmosphere. For example I heard
students saying, "I hear what you're saying,
but I think ... " instead of ''That's stupid." And
because of the heterogeneous nature of the
groups, students with learning disabilities
were engaged in the discussion side by side
with our gifted and talented students.
When the students were giving their group
presentations at the end of the unit, I thought
about how much time and energy each person
had given to the group. All the collaboration,
dialogue, and effort from every individual
helped make it a rewarding experience that I
plan on using and improving in the upcoming
years.
About the same time I had been trying
discussion groups, my school district had
been invited to be part of a state project called
MEI.AF, or the Michigan English Language
Arts Framework. Part of MELAF's purpose was
to help write state curriculum for language
arts. When my district asked me to join this
work 1 gladly accepted. I soon found that one
of my more important roles in the project was
to study and incorporate into my teaching, the
content standards that had been written as a
guide for best practice in language arts.
It didn't take long for me to realize that my
students were engaged in multiple content
standards during reading workshop, writing
workshop and discussion groups. Some of the
standards being met included meaning and
communication, language, diversity and
culture, self-regulation and reflection, depth
of understanding, and critical standards.
As I continue to study the content
standards and find new ways to implement
them in the classroom, I realize that I am
becoming more and more of a teacher

Girls working on a project for their Social
Studies discussion group.
needed as I continued my journey as a whole
language teacher. The next experiment for my
students and me would be writing across the
curriculum. Coming To Know was loaded
with excellent ideas and examples of
integrated reading and writing with the
various disciplines. Use of learning logs,
which are informal writings to help thinking,
and journal responses in subjects like social
studies, science, and math seemed to be a
common theme of Atwell's book. The idea was
that students could read and write to learn,
and I was going to find out how it worked.
I thought social studies would be a good
place to begin. Instead of studying Native
Americans through our textbook, I thought I'd
select a few trade books like lshi, Toughboy
and Sister, and Sign of the Beaver, among
others. The students chose their novels based
on interest. We'd then employ a reading
workshop format where I would select an open
ended question, or have students respond
freely in their learning logs, which would lead
to excellent group discussions. Ultimately, the
students needed to work together to finish a
group project of their choice.
I didn't know what to expect since we had
heterogeneous groups based on story interest,
and since it was my first try with discussion
groups, I was overly cautious. I made sure
that during the group time students were
taking turns reading, writing, and discussing
the novel. I allotted roughly 30 minutes a day
for groups to read either silently or aloud.
Next, I'd select an open-ended response based
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL
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researcher, which means that kid watching is
a priority in my classroom. Much of what I
now do is documented and then later
analyzed to see how effective and useful a
project is, particularly as it relates to the
content standards. As I study my data, I see a
real need to reevaluate my current
assessment strategies as they relate to best
practice in language arts, namely using more
of a living portfolio where student work would
guide the curriculum itself.
My curiosity will make me further study the
content standards and new assessment
research until I get to the point where I'm
happy with both and things will seem perfect.
Just then, at that very moment I will get a
nagging feeling telling me that something is
not right and I'll know that my journey is
continuing.

My fifth graders engaged in their Social
Studies discussion groups. From left to right:
Joe Campbell, Josh Dye, Keiston Wirick and
Nate Lambright.
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